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• U.S. Special Operations Forces are under scrutiny for ethical 
misdeeds. At the request of Congress, Special Operations 
Command has conducted more than one review of the force.
• There are philosophical resources available to understand 
some of the challenges SOF is facing.
• The work of Alasdair MacIntyre provides an understanding of 
the idea of “practice,” a concept of complex social activity 
that contains traditions and narratives of conduct that inform 
ethical conduct.
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Results
• SOF meets the requirements of a practice.
• There is a complex tapestry of narratives and traditions which are 
constitutive of SOF, and some of these reinforce unethical behavior.
• There is an interplay of internal narratives about SOF which interact 
with public narratives in media and public discourse, which also 
influence the practice.
• Careful consideration about the narratives and traditions that SOF 
reinforces at every level from organizational to individual is required to 
counter negative traditions within the practice.
The “So What” Next Steps
• Translating philosophical concepts into a professional 
lexicon.
Thesis author: Major Bart Kennedy, USA, Department of Defense Analysis, 
bart.kennedy@nps.edu
Thesis advisors: Dr. Bradley J. Strawser, Associate Professor, Department of Defense 
Analysis, bjstraws@nps.edu; Dr. Siamak T. Naficy, Senior Lecturer, Department of 
Defense Analysis, stnaficy@nps.edu
Research design
• Does SOF meet the requirements of a practice as set forth by 
MacIntyre, and does that inform our understanding of SOF 
ethics?
• An examination of the history of American SOF, as well as the 
theoretical understanding of special operations forces, defines 
what we mean when we speak about SOF.
• The history of the philosophical understanding of virtue, and 
how that leads into the concept of practice as defined by 
MacIntyre, also provides background for understanding SOF 
ethics.
The Jedburghs of WW2, The Son Tay Raiders, and the experience of EAGLE 
CLAW are all a part of the history of US SOF and provide narratives which 
inform how SOF understands itself.
• The concept of practice illuminates the 
significance of narratives and traditions within the 
SOF community and how they inform our ethics.
• Reflection on SOF’s self-understanding opens a 
conversation on SOF culture the ethical impacts.
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